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female heads of households and vul- 
nerable women are illiterate with no 
income-generating skills, although 
they may be skilled as seamstresses, 
cooks, or midwives. Projects should be 
based on a participatory approach, and 
with sensitivity to the changing gen- 
der roles and relationships in the coun- 
try of return. In order to ensure that 
women are included, a certain percent- 
age of female beneficiaries should be 
written into all project documents and 
agreements. 
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Elderly Mozambican Women Refugees 
in the Tongogara Refugee Camp 
in Zimbabwe: A Case Study 
Dodo Thandiwe Motsisi 
Introduction 
In traditional African rural communi- 
ties, the elderly often provide their 
wisdom, cultural orientation, and life 
experiences to the younger generation, 
and older women, in particular, fre- 
quently receive special recognition. 
However, the dislocation and the diffi- 
culties that some elderly persons expe- 
rience in adjusting to alien social 
environments may lead to a lowering 
of their status in the community, when 
they can no longer perform their usual 
social responsibilities (Wiest, 
Mocellin, and Motsisi 1994, 32-33). 
Traditional extended family support 
may also disintegrate in refugee situa- 
tions, as it has adverse effects on the 
mental and physical health of the eldw 
erly and their ability to cope (Popline 
1991a, 3). Without sufficient under- 
standing of the socioeconomic and cul- 
tural background of elderly refugee 
women (and, for example, their role as 
elders), Western planners may over- 
look their situation when planning as- 
sistance strategies. 
This paper argues that development 
assistance interventions by interna- 
tional and domestic non-governmen- 
tal organizations, as well as by the host 
governments assisting refugee women 
in the developing countries, need to be 
designed and planned from the van- 
tage point of poor women (Sen and 
Grown 1985, 1). The perspective of 
poor women provides a unique and 
powerful vantage point for practical 
reasons. While development goals 
generally include improved standards 
Dodo ThandiweMotsisi isa Ph.D. candidate, and 
a member associated with the Disaster Research 
Unit, University ofManitoba. 
of living, elimination of poverty, access 
to dignified employment, and a reduc- 
tion in social inequities, women are 
often deprived in one or more of these 
areas; they also make up the majority 
of the refugee camp population. Their 
concerns need to be heard. 
Elderly rural women who have be- 
come refugees constitute a large group 
among the poor, the unemployed, and 
the economically disadvantaged in 
refugee camps. Some of the personnel 
interviewed for this study, who pro- 
vide assistance in the refugee camps, 
have described these women as "hav- 
ing no energy," "a spent force," "with 
no real productive role," and have sug- 
gested that opportunities "need to be 
provided more for the younger 
women." Due to such attitudes, elderly 
women in refugee camps tend to be 
"pushed aside" (Munyai 1990) and 
their perspectives on issues are rarely 
solicited. 
In general, women's work tends to 
be under-remunerated and underval- 
ued, and the attitudes within refugee 
camps with respect to victims of mass 
displacement tend to reflect this view. 
At the same time, however, it is widely 
acknowledged that elderly women are 
vital to the continued survival of com- 
munities. Much of the labour of food 
production and processing, and the 
provision of fuel, water, health care, 
childrearing, sanitation, and other ba- 
sic needs, are handled by elderly 
women in the refugee camps. Conse- 
quently, if we are to understand the 
impact of rural development and refu- 
gee assistance strategies upon the 
meeting of these basic needs, then the 
viewpoint of elderly women as pro- 
ducers and workers should be an obvi- 
ous starting point. It has been noted 
that the vantage point of poor women 
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enables us not only "to evaluate the 
extent to which development strate- 
gies benefit or harm the poorest and 
most oppressed sections of the people, 
but also to judge their impact on a 
range of sectors and activities crucial 
to socio-economic development and 
human welfare" (Sen and Grown 1985, 
17). 
I will argue that refugee assistance 
will improve the livelihood of elderly 
women only if it builds upon their cul- 
tural wisdom and life experiences. To 
accentuate this point, "learning from 
the poor" (Harrell-Bond 1986, 25-27, 
259-61) should be a central point of 
departure for any refugee aid pro- 
gram.' The research in this paper is 
based on information derived from 
policymakers in government (Camp 
Administrator's Office), the HelpAge 
Refugee Programme (Harare and 
Tongogara Office), as well as the 
United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR), who are key 
informants about the programs of- 
fered to elderly refugees in general, 
and women in particular. In addition, 
a semi-structured questionnaire was 
administered as an instrument to 
gather information among elderly 
Mozambican women at Tongogara 
camp in Zimbabwe in November and 
December 1992. Three researchers car- 
ried out the questionnaire survey. It 
was important to deploy Mozambican 
students because they understood not 
only the national culture, but also 
spoke the various languages used by 
the elderly women. Furthermore, they 
had a firm grasp of the geopolitical 
background of the Mozambican refu- 
gee question in Southern Africa. Also, 
observation and intense listening were 
additional forms of data gathering. 
Elderly women were encouraged to 
speakout about any issue they felt was 
important. Listening to their stories 
was a core aspect of the methodology 
used. 
Using a stratified random sampling 
procedure, 140 households were se- 
lected in which elderly women were 
the key informants. They were selected 
from the HelpAge Office, which pro- 
vided records from sixteen villages at 
Tongogara camp in Zimbabwe. To be 
eligible, elderly women had to be at 
least fifty years old and receiving, or 
having previously received, assistance 
from HelpAge in the form of skills 
training. Finallg they had to consent 
freely to an interview, either in their 
homes (which was usually the case), or 
in a place onvenient to them and the 
interview f r. The women interviewed 
ranged in age from 50 to 80. The major- 
ity, 40.7 percent, were between 61 and 
70 years old. Most of the widows were 
in this age group. The next group, 32.9 
percent, were women between 51 and 
60 years old, and 1.4 percent were over 
71. Thirty-five percent did not know 
their exact age nor age bracket. The 
survey was intended to capture the 
social and economic background of 
these women before they left Mozam- 
bique and during their residence in the 
camp. It was thought that a compari- 
son of their pre-flight and camp condi- 
tions would reveal whether or not they 
are better off in the camp, and would 
also illuminate the effectiveness of the 
assistance programs to which they are 
exposed. 
Household Relations 
The institution of polygamy is com- 
mon in Africa, particularly in the rural 
areas, and Mozambique is no excep- 
tion. For the elderly, polygamy has 
been an integral part of existence. It is 
inherently patriarchal, partly because 
it is essentially the man who has the 
option to have as many wives as he 
pleases. However, elders argue that 
polygamous marriages are one of the 
few remaining African institutions of 
family organization that "provide 
mutual support among families." This 
mutual support, they say, is the foun- 
dation of extended family relations. 
On the other hand, some women who 
were interviewed noted that polyga- 
mous marriages do not work for them 
"because my husband lives with a sec- 
ond wife and has neglected me." Feel- 
ings of abandonment often surface. 
They are also aware that due to po- 
lygamy, in the rural areas and particu- 
larly in the camps, girls as young as 
twelve are often forced into marrying 
much older men; discontent with this 
practice was often voiced in inter- 
views. But elderly women in polyga- 
mous marriages also said that they 
tend to "survive better" (than women 
in non-polygamous marriages), "if the 
husband has a good heart." Men may 
enrol several times for food rations for 
their many wives and children, and are 
often able "to cheat the system" and 
acquire more for the family network. 
Among the interviewed elderly 
women, 59.3 percent were widows, 
38.6 percent were married, 1.4 percent 
were separated, and only 0.7 percent 
were single. Of those who were mar- 
ried, 27.9 percent were still living with 
their husbands in the camp. Some (4.3 
percent) reported that their husbands 
were living with the second wife in 
Mozambique or elsewhere in the 
camp. Some (3.8 percent) mentioned 
that their husbands were working as 
migrant labourers in the South African 
mines and only visited them once a 
year around Christmas time. In a few 
cases, some women stated that their 
husbands were somewhere in Mozam- 
bique or had abandoned them. 
Fifty-three percent of the women 
stated that they lived with three to six 
of their children. In some cases, due to 
extended family relations, some 
grandchildren are regarded by the 
women as their own children. Only 9.7 
percent had none of their children liv- 
ing with them. Children and grand- 
children provided a form of family 
support, particularly with regard to 
food and clothes rationing. Families 
with more children received more ra- 
tions, but in any case the food rations 
were less than adequate (Keen 1992). 
When asked about other relatives 
and their whereabouts, as well as 
whether or not they provided support 
for them, the majority of the interview- 
ees (57.8 percent) indicated that they 
had relatives living elsewhere in the 
camp. Nine percent said their relatives 
lived elsewhere in Zimbabwe, either in 
another camp, or in the nearby town of 
Chipinge, or as far inland as Harare. 
Other relatives have remained in 
Mozambique (6.4 percent) and a few 
(2.8 percent) have gone to work in 
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South Africa. Whenever possible, the 
working relatives send cash or other 
items. The presence of other family 
members in other villages within 
Tongogara often meant that there was 
some emotional support for the eld- 
erly. In the c&p situation, it was clear 
that: 
Aid is applied in maintaining social 
institutions. Refugees are expected 
to cope by being appropriately "so- 
cial," but they are denied the re- 
sources to re-establish the real bases 
of social life. ... In fact (some) aid 
workers often feel able to denigrate 
and devalue the "customs" which 
might help people to survive with 
more dignity (Harrell-Bond 1986, 
292-93). 
Sixteen percent of the refugees in- 
terviewed said they have no relatives 
in the camp or anywhere else. The fig- 
ure may seem small but the effect is 
enormous. These women experience 
great loneliness, suffer from 
malnourishment more than other refu- 
gees, and often state that "we have no 
one to look after us." 
For the most part, the HelpAge refu- 
gee workers are trained Social Work- 
ers, Project and Rehabilitation 
Officers, dedicated, equipped with 
analytic and problem-solving tools, 
and eager to help the elderly. How- 
ever, the number of poor refugees is so 
large that the workers can help only a 
limited number (less than 50 percent of 
the elderly women and men in the 
Tongogara camp) (HelpAge 1992). 
Ninety-three percent of the elderly 
women interviewed reported that they 
had no serious illness or disability; yet 
they often looked depressed and some 
were clearly destitute. Some of the 
women suffered from various forms of 
disability (2.1 percent were epileptic, 
1.4percent were partially deaf, another 
1.4 percent partially blind, and the rest 
suffered from iodine deficiency and 
were thus susceptible to goitre and 
broken limbs; one had a club foot). 
They all stated, however, that their dis- 
ability did not deter them from per- 
forming their duties, but that they 
needed to make an extra effort to sur- 
vive in the camp environment. 
Level of Edrrcrrdon and Skills 
Training 
In Mozambique, one of the colonial 
legacies of Portuguese rule was the 
denial of the right of black Mozam- 
bicans to an education (Hanlon 1984). 
The socialist regime of the late Presi- 
dent Samora Machel promoted adult 
literacy programs, and the Organiza- 
tion of Mozambican Women (OMM) 
also played a significant role in estab- 
lishing a viable educational system, 
but the sixteen-year war destroyed 
everything, including adult education 
programs. Among the elderly women 
interviewed (who had lived most of 
their lives under Portuguese rule), 95 
percent had no formal education at all. 
Even the remaining five percent only 
had some primary school education. 
HelpAge is the only agency offering 
diverse programs to the elderly 
women in the camp. The role of the 
elderly women in the selection of 
projects, and in planning, monitoring, 
and evaluation of these projects is, 
however, not clear. 
HelpAge stated that needs assess- 
ment surveys had been carried out, but 
the elderly women interviewed said 
they were simply given opportunities 
to participate in projects but not design 
them. According to HelpAge records, 
all members of the identified group 
(elderly women, disabled women, and 
men) participated in the vegetable gar- 
dening project, which was meant to 
provide the elderly and the disabled 
with fresh green vegetables to supple- 
ment the monotonous and dry rations 
provided by the World Food Program 
(HelpAge 1992,3). 
One of the problems that arose from 
a rug-mat making project (besides lack 
of control and decision making con- 
cerning the type of payment in cash or 
in kind) seemed to be the lack of access 
to resources and control over produc- 
tion. Many elderly women inter- 
viewed by the research team said that 
they did not receive an adequate ex- 
planation regarding the financial re- 
sources needed to purchase sewing 
thread, needles, pieces of cloth, sack 
material, and the like. Some did not 
understand that producing a rug-mat 
is a complex procedure. They had in- 
vested an enormous amount of time 
and labour in creating the final prod- 
uct and they wondered why they only 
received one rug-mat after producing 
ten. This was particularly disturbing 
to them as they had no cash income. 
The elderly women felt that they 
were not in control of the production 
process. They had the opportunity to 
participate in the project which al- 
lowed them to acquire the skill en- 
tailed in producing rug-mats, but were 
not familiar with the costs of produc- 
tion, or the cost-benefit analysis that 
could have been provided to them in a 
simplified manner. As a result, the rug- 
mat project did not empower them 
with access to and control over the en- 
tire production spectrum. 
Employment 
To plan refugee protection and assist- 
ance activities efficiently and effec- 
tively, refugee aid workers must 
analyze the social and economic roles 
of women and men in the refugee com- 
munity and determine how these roles 
will affect and be affected by the 
planned activities (Anderson 1990,7). 
In addition, the planned relief and 
skills training must correspond to the 
capacities of refugees, who are capable 
and willing to contribute actively to 
their own well-being in the camps 
when resources are available (Cham- 
bers 1979, Harrell-Bond 1986, Kibreab 
1987, Hall 1988, Berar-Awad 1990, 
Brazeau 1990, Rogge 1990, Hanson 
1992, Moussa 1992, Keen 1992, Bonga 
1992, Refugee Studies Programme 
(Oxford) 1993). This is important with 
respect to the elderly and disabled in 
general, but particularly to the elderly 
women in the camps. They need to be 
given opportunities to regain control 
of their lives since their social roles of 
storytelling, caring for and nurturing 
the children, producing food by culti- 
vating fields, and educating young 
girls who are entering womanhood, 
have been eroded by geographical and 
material displacement. 
Slightly over one-half of the women 
interviewed said they were unem- 
- - 
Refuge, Vol. 14, No. 8 (January 1995) 9 
7-- -- 
ployed, while the rest described them- 
selves as being "employed" by the 
HelpAge Refugee Program in the dif- 
ferent skills-training projects offered 
by the agency. Ninety-six percent of 
the elderly women said they have re- 
ceived some form of skills training, in 
contrast to 3.6 percent who claimed to 
have received no training, in spite of 
appearing in the agency records as 
former or current trainees. 
According to official government 
policy, camp refugees are not allowed 
to work (Zimbabwe Government 
1983). HelpAge officers did not tell us 
that the elderly were "employed" by 
the HelpAge agency. The elderly 
women, however, reported that they 
understood themselves to be em- 
ployed by the agency. They also re- 
ported that they were not involved in 
the decisions made regarding the type 
and amount of remuneration, but were 
happy to be given a chance to use their 
acquired skills, including knitting, gar- 
dening, making pottery and rugs, cut- 
ting hair, healing, sewing, and raising 
poultry. The elderly women informed 
us that "decisions on remuneration for 
our labour power are completely out 
of our control." Others reported that 
there is no standardized form of pay- 
ment-in-kind. Hence the following 
comments: "I received a bar of blue 
soap a month, and whatever else when 
soap was not available;" "I never re- 
ceived any soap, but I did get a piece of 
cloth for a wrap-around;" "I received a 
jar of peanut butter." The elderly 
women report that this inconsistency 
of payment-in-kind created "confu- 
sion in our minds" and dissatisfaction. 
Repatriation 
Over 29 percent of the elderly women 
had been in Tongogara camp for less 
than one year. Since there was an in- 
tense drought at the time we con- 
ducted the survey, it is likely that these 
were refuges who fled to Zimbabwe 
because of the drought, rather than 
war-related reasons. Another 12.1 per- 
cent of the elderly women had been in 
the camp for less than two years, while 
20 percent had been camp residents for 
six years or more. The remainder, 38.6 
percent, had been in Tongogara for 
periods ranging between three and 
five years. 
The cross-tabulation of results be- 
tween "length of residence" and "de- 
sire to return" provided some 
interesting insights. First, it is clear that 
the longer the elderly women reside in 
the camp, the stronger their desire to 
go home. Second, more of the widows 
are in this category, particularly those 
who have been in the camps longer. 
When asked where they would prefer 
to resettle if safe repatriation took place 
in the near future, 97.2 percent re- 
sponded that they would like "to go 
back to my own village." Only 1.4 per- 
cent of the total sample responded that 
they would prefer to "go to any safe 
area," and an equal number wished fo 
"remain in Zimbabwe." Third, in spite 
of lengthy periods of residence (those 
who had been in the camp for six years 
and more), the attachment to home is 
still quite strong and hopes for a "re- 
turn to Mozambique" are not forgot- 
ten. The three major reasons given by 
the women interviewed for wishing to 
return home reflect their strong attach- 
ment to their land: "it is my home" 
(65.7 percent), "my property is there" 
(33.6 percent), and "my ancestors are 
buried there" (17.9 percent). 
In spite of a lengthy stay in the 
camps for some (their displacement 
was protracted by the sixteen-year 
conflict), the elderly women had not 
developed any roots in the camp, such 
that they would want to remain in the 
country. They did not particularly feel 
at home and, as many stated, "the 
younger people push us around." Al- 
though they complained of some camp 
staff, they nevertheless made it clear 
that they had excellent relations with 
the Camp Administrator, who always 
responded to their needs and prob- 
lems as much as possible within the 
camp environment. 
Conclusion 
In summary, the most pressing prob- 
lems in order of priority were: "desire 
to return," "inadequate clothing," "im- 
proper shelter," "insufficient food," 
"having no bucket," anda"lack of salt." 
Each of these expressed needs relates 
in one way or another to social rela- 
tions in the household, in education, 
and in employment, as described in 
this paper. Relief assistance to the eld- 
erly women in refugee camps should 
address their needs regarding protec- 
tion and emergency assistance for the 
short term (i.e. responding to the prac- 
tical needs of the elderly women), as 
well as the rehabilitation and develop- 
ment of their capacities so as to pre- 
pare them for possible repatriation in 
Mozambique. During the latter phase, 
it is essential for elderly women to have 
access to and control over the re- 
sources that affect their lives. 
Many agencies offering assistance 
to refugees, in spite of their good faith, 
stil1 find it hard to believe that refugees 
know what is right for them. Thus they 
impose their aid through a variety of 
emergency assistance programs.* 
When assisting rural refugees, it is es- 
sential to take note of both the positive 
and negative impacts such refugees 
have, particularly on even poorer hosts 
and communities in developing coun- 
tries3 In addition, refugees must be 
involved from the very beginning of 
project planning in the assessment of 
their own needs, and in translating 
needs-assessment findings into a 
project plan (World Council of 
Churches 1987,l; Forbes Martin 1992). 
If refugee participation in decision 
making and planning does not become 
central to the design of a project, or if 
refugees are involved only in the im- 
plementation phase, there is a greater 
risk that the situation will result in "in- 
creasing lethargy on the part of refu- 
gees, cost increases and a decrease in 
communication" (Cuny 1986). Coop- 
eration of settlers is essential in order 
to make projects refugee-oriented and 
suc~essful.~ 
Refugees should be empowered 
through these projects and not simply 
be regarded as passive participants. 
They must become agents of change 
who are in control of their situation. 
Some of the factors that need urgent 
consideration with respect to the eld- 
erly Mozambican refugee women of 
Tongogara are: 
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development of a clear understand- 
ing of the socioeconomic and cul- 
tural background of the women 
prior to their flight; 
relating skills-training activities to 
background information; 
ensuring that skills-training and 
income-generation projects corre- 
spond to the refugees' needs, and to 
the demands of the local host 
economy; 
relating skills-training activities to 
the demands of the local economy 
in Mozambique, in order to in- 
crease the degree of economic inte- 
gration after repatriation; 
involving elderly women in the 
entire project cycle from the begin- 
ning (identifying, planning, imple- 
menting, monitoring, evaluating); 
increasing the elderly women's in- 
come-earning potential, thus fos- 
tering self-sufficiency;' 
opening access to and promoting 
control over the production proc- 
ess (including making mistakes 
and learning from them) for the eld- 
erly women; 
alleviating the oppressive mo- 
notony of camp life; and 
providing a measure of self-respect 
that may have been lost through the 
years of unproductive exile 
(ATRCW 1986,4). 
Notes 
1. An interview with HelpAge Refugee Pro- 
gramme in Zimbabwe former Director 
(Rhoda Immerman) and former Deputy 
Director (Meshack Mupinda) on October 8 
1992, revealed an important factor about 
the agency's philosophy in assisting the 
elderly and disabled refugees in camps: 
"One basic principle and approach that 
HelpAge has developed working with 
refugees is that, all projects need to be 
practical. For instance, we donot just teach 
sewing, the refugees make women's pants 
because they would be needed as nobody 
supplies underwear .. . So we are not just 
doing these things because people need to 
be occupied, we do that because it makes 
them do something good with their lives, 
but also helps their fellow people, and 
subsequently makes them feel good. It also 
boosts their self-esteem." (HelpAge) 
2. Harrell-Bond (1986) emphasizes the right 
of refugees to decision making, to human 
rights, and to self-dignity in spite of the 
imposition of external aid. 
3. An understanding of how refugees can af- 
fect poorer hosts in developing countries 
is essential in order that programs canben- 
efit both refugees and local hosts in the 
villages surrounding the camps (Cham- 
bers 1986). 
4. See Rogge (1987) for a discussion of several 
factors necessary to promote refugee self- 
sufficiency, including settler cooperation. 
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